a voice to advocate for their needs at the
convention.”

As white men secured pardons and
prepared for the constitutional convention,
African Americans prepared for their own
convention to be held in Raleigh at the same
time. Leading the call for a “Freedman’s
Convention” were some of the state’s first
black leaders, drawn mainly from former
slaves who had escaped northward before
the war. The convention, which met in
Raleigh in September 1865 at the African
Methodist Church, drew approximately 120
men from forty counties. Far from a
homogeneous group, the representatives
came from various backgrounds. Some,
such as Wilmington’s John P. Sampson,
were well-educated and financially secure
whereas others were poor and illiterate.
United by a common cause—the overall
betterment of their race—the men met to
discuss ways to achieve, as stated by
convention president the Reverend James
Walker Hood, “equal rights before the law.”
Most of the convention’s resolutions
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focused on legal provisions to protect of
black welfare in the courts, labor contracts
and education and, to a lesser degree,
suffrage rights. The resolutions were
couched in deferential language designed
not to intimidate. The white men writing the
new constitution paid little heed to their
content and completely disregarded the
resolutions. The end result of the
Freedman’s Convention was the creation of
a statewide organizational network of black
leaders who would lay the groundwork for
future political struggles.®

John P. Sampson
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